Abstract
INTRODUCTION
A central theme in the current body of evidence is that the skill of human capital is a key ingredient of enhanced employee motivation, flexibility and ultimately competitive success for both individual organisations and national economies (Finegold & Soskice, 1990; Keep, 1991; Senker, 1992; Steedman, 1993; Gospel, 1995 ).
Yet British investment in training and development lags behind that of other competitor nations such as Japan, Germany and France. One estimate suggests that average spending on employee training in Japan and Germany is equivalent to 2 percent of company turnover compared with 0.5 percent in Britain (Finegold & Soskice, 1990) .
In response to a lack of training investment and low skills equilibrium, a number of individual trade unions have sought to promote a 'strategic' focus to the issue of training (IRRR, 1990; MSF, 1991; GMB/T&G, 1997) while the voice of key employers has confirmed that 'much more needs to be done on training ' (CSEU, 1993; EEF, 1995; CBI, 1994 CBI, , 1997 .
For most of the post-war era, both employers and unions have had a clear and well-defined role in training strategies through former tripartite bargaining structures. However, against a background of changing labour market conditions, falling union density and reduced state regulation, one popular perception is a corresponding decline in union influence. Within the vocational, education and training (VET) debate the role of trade unions has been the subject of more recent academic analysis (Rainbird, 1990 (Rainbird, , 1996 Claydon & Green, 1994; Winterton & Winterton, 1994; Green at al, 1995; Stuart, 1996; Heyes & Stuart, 1996) . One recurring theme is a re-consideration of collective bargaining approaches (the levels, scope and depth) in assessing the dilemmas between consensual and conflictual relations concerning an 'industrial relations of skill formation' (Mathews, 1993; Stuart, 1996) .
Indeed, for Rainbird (1996) Congress (TUC) issued a "call to all unions to bargain for skills" and "raise trade union awareness of training issues" given a comparatively low level of investment in skill formation (TUC, 1992) . To be sure, the link between training and a partnership approach among employers and state agencies is a central tenant of the TUCs 'new unionism' philosophy:
"we need to extend the partnership approach which is becoming increasingly embodied in Investors in People, vocational qualifications and TECs....There is great scope for extending the partnership approach further...to develop occupational standards and to increase sector training activity" (TUC, 1997:16-17) While evidence for the early part of the 1990s tends to confirm a positive relationship between a union presence and the incidence as well as intensity of training (Winterton & Winterton, 1994; Green et al, 1995; Rainbird, 1996) , the nature of any potential influence is somewhat blurred. Moreover, the decisionmaking processes concerning an industrial relations of skill formation appear to remain the exclusive prerogative of management, with few reported increases in joint consultation over training (Millward et al, 1992) . However, there is little detailed assessment of the distinction between national union policy objectives about skill formation and actual workplace bargaining practice (Rainbird, 1996; Winterton & Winterton, 1994) . At a deeper level, it is also unclear how, or in what way, local union representatives have responded to the theme of social partnership engendered around a more consensual approach to training. There is the added issue about bargaining informality and workplace practice (Brown, 1972; Terry, 1977) as a potential source of indirect influence on training strategies (Green et al, 1995 (Rainbird, 1996) . The former is bargaining over direct workrelated and apprenticeship-type initiatives (e.g. core), while additional value added training is concerned with wider transferable employee skills commensurate with more recent government plans toward lifelong learning at work. Above all else, we found that the scope of bargaining for wider transferable skills to be a wholly 'distributive' issue among many union representatives.
Our conclusions support earlier findings of a positive relationship between trade union involvement in VET initiatives and the incidence of training outcomes at workplace level (Green at al, 1995) . Further, at a deeper level, we found that well-informed shop stewards can add value to the system of training within an enterprise when adopting a proactive orientation toward VET strategy and its implementation, in both a direct 
THE CONTEMPORARY BRITISH CONTEXT
The shift from a tripartite to employer-led approach has already received wide attention There has been a critical review of both vocational training in general and more specifically the employer-led strategy for training investment (Keep, 1996; Abbott, 1994; Senker, 1992 Senker, , 1996 . One strand of the argument is an attempt to posit the selfrepresentative structure of TECs relying on the business community for VET strategy and financial investment as inadequate. Certainly recent survey evidence, pointing out that small businesses are absent from most TEC boards (Abbott, 1994) and only a token presence for trade unions (Claydon & Green, 1994; Stuart, 1996) suggests that key groups are seriously under-represented within the system. Significant is the apparent concern from both unions and management about the capacity of an employer-led approach to provide VET investment with a clear strategic focus:
"At present investment in training is rather like investment in 'Gone Away' running in the 3.30 at Newmarket" (EEF, 1994:19) "the likelihood of receiving training looks like the chance of winning the lottery" (GMB/T&G, 1997:11).
A further critique is directed at the organisational system of standards. Senker 
TRADE UNIONS AND WORKPLACE TRAINING -PILOT INVESTIGATION
The pilot data confirmed a general gap between union policy and practical reality. All At a deeper qualitative level, explanations can be found in the complex interaction between formal and informal bargaining (Brown, 1972; Terry, 1977) which show a relationship to training strategies and its implementation. "we now understand that we weren't equipped as we thought we were for talking to management...we are now interested in NVQ access...and are only now able to effectively negotiate with management" T&GWU Convenor, Premier Brands, Wirral. (Stuart, 1996) .
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Most striking is that while stewards were (Marchington, 1987) . As one convenor discovered:
"a lot of employees, stewards included, were a bit wary that Investors in People and NVQ deals could be used as a criteria for redundancy. But once we learnt about it we were able to offer our support" GMB Convenor, BICC Cables, Manchester.
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
The central aim of this paper has been to offer a brief report of active research which sought to help local union representatives adopt training policies within their workplace. What it has suggested is that skill formation and training provision are a complex element within the industrial relations agenda and, depending on circumstances often unique to specific cases, the general impression is that training is determined by cost rather than strategic human resource considerations. To this end the duality and pragmatism of trade union strategies is a complex variable which ought to be more fully recognised in the VET debate, as both formal and informal agents which have the potential to influence training strategy. Underlying the arguments presented in this paper is an appreciation that both 'distributive' as well as 'integrative' bargaining factors (Walton & McKersie, 1965) are While there are always dangers in predicting causality and suggesting generalisability, the evidence raises a number of implications within the current political and economic climate of social partnership, broadly categorised on two accounts. On the first, management need to recognise that it too has a challenging role to play, and any future response will arguably shape both the nature of workplace relations and potentially competitive fortune. There is certainly the view that a failure to grasp the nettle, more often than not, can lead to a less co-operative industrial relations climate (Martin, 1980) . Indeed, overwhelming evidence would predict that management itself has to be the instigator in order to produce a mutuallybeneficial outcome (Harbison & Coleman, 1951) , a role which has waned under the voluntarist employer-led framework. In this regard trade unions clearly have a valuable role in matching supply with demand which employers ought to utilise. In its evidence to the House of Commons Employment Committee, the TUC stated that unions:
"encourage employers to offer broad based training which leads to recognised qualifications...They also have a role in encouraging and supporting individual employees. Many of the workers most in need of training are those who are most reluctant.... Unions can help allay their fears" [3] Yet the view that workplace organisation has developed in a more moderate, flexible and accommodative mode (Ackers and Black, 1992; Bassett and Cave, 1993) carries with it an unqualified assumption that management is also prepared to act more co-operatively to new union bargaining approaches (Waddington & Whitson, 1996) . The evidence presented here would suggest that the contradictory and uneven processes involved in VET bargaining has equipped unions with the tools to both support as well as challenge the managerial prerogative in an adversarial environment. There is a further relevance from our findings concerning the state of workplace industrial relations, suggesting that the capacity for local representatives to engage management in the training agenda has a direct relationship to strong, effective and resilient workplace union organisation (Darlington, 1994; Kelly, 1996) . 
